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Edward L. Johnson

RJ:

Name of person being interviewed, Edward L. Johnson.
Address White Sulphur Spriags, West Virginia, Greenbriar
County. Date of birth of person being interviewed
December 9. 1917. Date of interview, December 2, 1974.
Name of interviewer Rebecca Johnson. You were born
in 1917 so that makes you about 12 years old when
the stock market crashed in 1929, uh, can you remember
much about that?

EJ:

I can't remember alot about the crash of the stock
market, our news media then was nothing to compare
with what we have today, uh, we there on the farm we
took a weekly newspaper which carried very little
national news but we did hear alot of talk about,
about it, uh, we hardly knew what it meant, uh,
particular I didn't. The thing that impressed me
and that, uh, (coughs) I'll never of course forget
was the, the drought which came right on the heels
of the stock market crash and this, the two coupled '
together is what brought on the, the depth of the
Depression which I presume is the worst Depression
that our country has ever known. Uh, this, many
aspects of the, uh, drought, drought and the, uh,
Depression, uh, are, are very indelibly impressed
on my mind, uh, such as the, the fact that so many
things were missing from life that today if we were
to have to pull those things out of our life we would
think it was terrible, uh, to us then, uh, it seemed
to me that we more or less accepted them as, uh, as
a way of life and, uh, we survived the Depression,
uh, by the very hardest.

RJ:

Uh, you lived on a farm, you grew up on the farm,
did you have much trouble with food, I mean did you
ever go, go to bed hungry during the Depression?

EJ:

Uh, we hear alot of people talking about going to
bed hungry and I'm quite certain in, uh, congested
areas where there was no means of getting out and
getting food that people did go to bed hungryo We
didn't on the farm, I don't know of any farm kids
in my community who went to bed hungry other than
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possibly the people back on the mountains, uh, I can
recall times, various times during the depths of the
Depression, uh, and before the reconstruction, uh,
move were put into force to try and help out people
of this nature.
I can remember people coming, uh,
for example one day a mother and 2 children came
down and she said to my dad she says, "we have
nothing in the house to eat at all and Sam wonders
if you would, uh, let him have a bite of flour and
maybe a little piece of meat," uh, we raised our
own hogs and we had our own wheat that we had milled,
uh, and nat-so consequently we had flour and we
always had meat and I remember that dad gave them a
whole side of meat which shocked um a little bit
but, uh, after the Depression was over he came, uh,
he came and helped dad cut corn to, uh, to repay for
thato Some of it was outright gifts, you just simply
saw that the person was desperate and, uh, he couldn't
help himself unless he went out to steal and, uh,
most of the farmers preferred that they come and ask
for it rather than to steal it. But, uh, we at home
the, the food, the fair wasn't always what it might
be today, uh, there was always beans and bread, there
was always cornmeal, uh, we always had enough that
we didn't go to bed hungry.
RJ:

Uh, what about money, uh, did you have money for shoes
or the things you couldn't raise?

EJ:

Uh, the, uh, farmers problem, uh, you couldn't starve,
it's awful hard to starve a farmer but you sure can
take the shirt off of his back_ uh, I can't remember
when we didn't have shirts, uh, such as they were,
uh, we kids usually didn't wear one during the
summertime but nevertheless we had a shirt but, uh,
there were, there were very desperate, uh~ times,
my dad had 6 kids that he was trying to keep in
school that meant 6 pairs of shoes to buy. And I
can recall one winter, uh, we were going into the
winter and we had no shoes so, uh, we cut and hauled
wood to, uh, uh, the local town, Sinks Grove was it
merchant there who bought wood and he agreed that he
would trade, uh, dad shoes for, uh, wood and this is
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how we got our shoes to wea-to start to school that
fall. Mostly the clothes, uh, mostly was, uh, back
then, uh, was somewhat like you, you younger folks
are today, we wore jeans, uh, overalls, bib overalls
and overall jackets. This was our, and of course
during the winter to supplement them, they're not
very warm we always had a, a pair of longjohns that
helped to keep the cold out.
RJ:

Uh, on the farm you know before the tractors and all
the automation how important were horses to you?

EJ:

Horses of course were the, were really our means of
locamotion. Now if you look back into that era you
find, I can remember when the first car came into
the holler where I livedo Oh, the neighbor got a
19 and 21 Model T Ford which, uh, he was very, very
sporty and very classyo He could go to town and back
on Saturday morning and it took us all day with the
farm wagon and horses. But when the, when the Depression
came along, uh, we had a, uh, an old Model T when the
Depression came, uh, it broke down we wasn't able to
fix it so we ended up back with our horses again. We
used our horses in a spring wagon, it was a fancy job
theno
It had a top you could take on and put off you
could lay the top back and take the back seat off and
leave the front seat on and make you a spring wagon,
it had a foot brakeo
It had, uh, uh, windshield, uh,
not windshield, it had I'm trying to say side curtains
just like the old Model T Ford later had, uh, if it
rained you put the top curtains up and you put a lapper
up over your lap and j-just drove ono Uh, of course
all of our farm work was done with, uh, tractor, with,
with horses.
The, uh, mowers, the hay rakes, uh, wheat
binders there was no combines in our area, uh, it was
all done with wheat binders, we would bind the wheat,
shock it, stack it and then a thrash machine would come
in and thrash it.
I can remember the old steam thrashers,
uh, when they used the ox drawn wagon but that went out
pretty fa~t back with the, the, uh, uh, gasoline engines
came, uh, into our community because the old, uh, the
old steam rig was so slow it had plenty of power to
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drive the, uh, thrashing machine but when you went to
travel from one place to another it was terribly slow.
But really, uh, the horses was something that was in
our everyday life.
If we went to town we, we, uh, had
some hauling to do from town we hooked up the wagon,
if we went out to, uh, uh, skid some timber we didn't
have, uh, uh, the means they have of skidding today we
skidded with horses.
If we wanted to, uh, build a
new building, I can recall when our, uh, barn burnt,
uh, we had to skid logs, haul logs with the, with
the horses. A horse was just, uh, just almost as
essential to you then as the, uh, as a car is today
or as a motor, uh, uh, gasoline driven motor is today.
RJ:

How did you put up your hay, did you ever stack it
out in the open fields?

EJ:

The, the means of, of curing or preparing or, or
preserving our crops was, uh, was so different then.
I drive along today and I see a 6 a fella whose got a
couple of mower, couple of tractors in, in a, a hay
field and the 2 tractors are both, uh, maybe have a
8, 10 foot cutter bar on it and they're just slaying
the hay and very briefly they have the hay all cut,
uh, it cures a little bit and they come in with a, a
baler and while we were putting up one stack back as
a kid, uh, they have got a whole field of hay outo
But we did, we cut the hay down, we raked it up with
a, a horse drawn rake of course, uh, we shocked it
and then we drug it in to the stack pole and usually
2 people, sometimes just one would pitch, 2 or 3 kids
would be hauling shocks with horses and, uh, then you'd
have one fella up there stacking it and his job was to
stack it so that it would keepo Uh, this is an art
that may come, may come back to us because today our,
uh, uh, baler twine has become so terribly expensive,
uh, everything per-p-pertaining to, uh, putting up
hay is so expensive that, uh, it may, it may come to
the time where we put up our hay like we did before
and just turn the cattle in and let um run to the stack.
It saves alot of feeding time, it saves storage space
and, uh, as I said the bale, baler twine is, is very
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expensive, uh, the, the fine art to that of course
was, uh, uh, rather limitedo What you had to do in
stacking hay was simply tramped the middle down good,
keep your middle full so that when it settle the
outside, uh, settled more than the middle and consequently it sheds the water off. But it was, uh,
I can never remember at my home when we stacked hay,
as long as I was there, I can never remember a stack
of hay spoiling.
RJ:

Uh, how bout the other crops, what'd you do with them?

EJ:

Well we would bind up the oats and wheat, uh, and, uh,
just like we did the wheat and the thrashing machine
would come in and thrash um. Uh, occasionally we
raised, uh, uh, the, uh, uh, soybean, occasionally
we would raised soybeans, uh, in this area we have,
uh, so much rain so soybeans are hard to, uh, cure.
So, uh, uh, we quit raising soybeans, uh, but the,
this we would, uh, just rake um up and, uh, just cut
um and cure um and rake um up put um in the barn to
feed the sheep, they were wonderful sheep feed. But,
uh, then we raised lots of crops then, uh, for example
to supplement our food we raised, every other year we
raised a patch of cane, uh, we called it, it was, uh,
uh, sorghum cane and we made sorghum molasses. We
would make um, enough normally to last us a couple
of years so that we only raise-raised the cane every
other year. Uh, there was an awful lot of work
connected with, with raising cane,uh, it's, it's a
smaller plant when it comes up, it's more difficult
to, uh, grow than corn and then once you get it, uh,
mature you've got to watch that the frost doesn't
bite it because if you leave the leaves on it then
the frost bites the leaves it ruins the sorghum so
you go out, if you're expecting a frost you,uh, watch
very carefully and if the frost does come you get
out before daylight and strip the blades off of the
cane and cut the tops off and it doesn't hurt it very
mucho Then you have, we had, uh, round in the community
we had, uh, cane mills which was usually a 3 roller deal
some of um just had 2 rollers, big rollers and a long
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sweep on it and the sweep was just simply a long pole
that you hook the horse to one end of it and the horse
went round and round all day long while you shoved cane
stalks through the rollers and ground out the juice.
The juice then you had to boil down until it was thick
molasses and there sure was an art very few people could
make real good cane molasses because you had to work at
it, uh, rather vigorously, you, the minute it started
to boil or even before it started to boil you started
skimming. And there's a green, all the green of it is
going to boil out and you have to skim it off because
if you boil that back into your molasses it makes
them dark and they're not, not as tastey as if you,
if you take real good care of them. Now this, back
in that day was an art and, uh, uh, uh, cane molasses
were, were a very valuable supplement to your food,
it's, there were winters during the, particularly
during the Depression years when I can recall that
our principal sweet was cane molasses.
RJ:

Well cane, talking about cane molasses as a sweet, uh,
did you use wild honey very much?

EJ:

We'd use wild honey when we could get it, but back in
those, uh, those real dry years and there was more than
one dry year '30 was dry but '31 was also dry and
during those years the, even the cane bees nor the
wild bees neither made very much honey.
There wasn't
much nector for them to, to harvest, uh, I can recall
about '31 of putting a, a bee tree that, uh, there
wasn't a drop of honey in, we went the same day, a
neighbor was helping us cut it and we went over and
he found 3 wild bee trees, we went and cut those and
he didn't get a drop of honey out of his 3.
Uh, on
the other hand I can recall one, uh, one bee tree we
cut, uh, prior to the drought years that we cut, uh,
uh, to use, uh, mountain lingo we got 2 dishpans and
a 10 foot bucket full, uh, (laughs) now I don't recall
the size of the dishpans but this is the way we
described · um.

RJ:

Uh, were there any kind of rules for the bee hunter
like you've told me about the, the initials?
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EJ:

Oh they, the, bee hunting was, back in those days
bee hunting was, uh, was, uh, almost the same as,
as a farming chore, uh, people hunted bees because
they wanted the honey and there were certain rules
that you used now, uh, a land owner if he had fenced
land, uh, normally he was suppose to be, to come in
on the taking of the honey but the fella who, who,
uh, found the tree, uh, carved his initials on it
and that established it as his bee tree and if it
was back in unfenced land he simply went in and
cut it. Now if it was in fenced land or posted
land, uh, then he, uh, got the permission of the
land owner and the land owner got his share of the
honey when the, when the man come to cut his bee
tree but, uh, there was, uh, uh, so many people
hunted bees that they developed a, a rather high
art to go to the, uh, find the watering hole and
to course the bee, uh, I can recall one time when
my brother, small brother and I picked up a course
and, uh, uh, this was the only time that we ever did
this. We coursed it, coursing it out and, and one
running ahead and the other un coursing off of him,
uh, finding a point out ahead we walked directly to
the, the tree which was, uh, a good eighth of a mile
away from the water hole but this is, this is very,
this is rather rare, uh, bees, bees are, they, they
do fly a straight line but, uh, they do alot of
wiggling before they get to that straight line and
you've got to have good vision and see um out after
they settle down on their course or you can go
pretty badly astray unless you cross force um.

RJ:

Is that what I've heard called the ten degree tolerance?

EJ:

Uh, well that could be referred to that, yes and, uh,
uh, you've got to, if you're going into the deep woods
I can recall one summer when my dad and I hunted, spent
a whole summer in the deep woods and we knew we had a
true course we never found the tree, the bee tree. That
winter he -and a neighbor was cutting some big virgin oaks
back in the woods for a barn build and, uh, they cut one
tree and they sawed off 3 16 foot logs before the bees
run um out and what had happened the bees were in a limb
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way up in the top of the tree and we would never have
found um, uh, regardless of how much we had hunted.
But, uh, uh, even with these bees particularly we
cross course that is you go off, you take one course
and you go, uh, around in a circle and take another
course, uh, at a, at a 45 degree angle or whatever
you could get and where the 2 lines cross should be
very close to where the bee tree is and, and bees
do fly, they fly true, a true course to the den, to
their, uh, hive tree once they get lined out.
RJ:

Uh, back to farming, when you were a kid you didn't
have much money, uh, when you wanted something special
like a dog or something how, how did you earn the
money to get it?

EJ:

Well, uh, an interesting thing since you bring up
dogs, uh, in almost every community there were
people who, who would have a, a, a female dog a,
a "gyp" as we would call um that would, uh, uh,
raise a litter of pups and usually you just went
to the fella and he said, uh, yes I want to get
rid of um, uh, would you take a female and you usually
said no I want a male so he said well then you can
have a male but now this one over here or that one
over there that one I, I's, the one I want to keep
now you can have any of the rest of um. Most the
dogs, most of the dogs were, were, uh, uh, just come
free, uh, however, uh, some farm kids back in those
days trapping was a big thing, uh, night hunting so
kids did like to have a good hunting dog because I
can remember after the Depression broke that before
there was very much money when, when, uh, furs went
up in price to the place that a, a good skunk hide
would bring $5.00. Well back then $5.00 would buy
you just about what $50.00 will buy you today so you
can see the importance of a good, of a good night
hunting dog to farm kids who have no other means of
getting money. Uh, and I recall one time a older
brother a~d I decided that we wanted us a good coon
hound well we found one that was advertised for, uh,
uh, $15.00 well that didn't sound like much mo~,
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today, it was alot of money to us and we found that
fella, we got, uh, found some people who wanted corn
schucked and we schucked corn for 5¢ a shock. Which
you can well understand it took lots of shocks to get
our $15.00 and we got our $15.00 and we, uh, sent off
for the dog and found out then we had to pay post,
transportation on him which was express. Well this
amounted I, if I recall it amounted to about 2 and½
or 3 dollars. We got the dog in and we, we, uh, first
thing we did, first thing we discovered was, uh, he
was suppose to be a black and town-black and tan coon
hound and he looked more like a, uh, setter. He had
no, none of the features of a hound really so we felt
like we'd been schiested mildly but maybe he would be
a good hunter. Uh, the next thing we discovered when
we fed him was he is, was so old his teeth were worn
off. Uh, we still weren't too discouraged because we
thought, uh, it wouldn't take very many pelts to, uh,
to, uh, pay for him and we had a 10 day trial. Well
we got, had ordered him so we got him immediately
before the season opened so when the season opened
on Monday, Sunday night at midnight my brother and I
started out with the lantern and a 22 and the, the dog.
He, uh, rustled a skunk enough to stir up a little
odor and we hunted with him for, uh, the balance of
our trial period and he, that was the extent of his,
his catch was a little skunk odor. So we returned
him but then we discovered that we had to pay the
return transportation on him it was subtracted out
of our 15 bucks. So we ended up a paying transportation
2 ways and we had no dog. After that we, we went back
to the old, uh, mountain practice of, uh, begging a, a
pup from the neighbor.
RJ:

Did you ever, uh, dig ginseng or any plants like that
and sell um?

EJ:

Yes, yes, uh, I, I, we, we kids dug, uh, all kinds of
roots and herbs.
I can recall one time, uh, when, this
was after ·the Depression had worn on rather sharply and
was beginning to break. We wanted a radio and there
was, uh, there was, uh, one other radio in the community,
not a very good one but we, uh, that was in the day when
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we had no electricity in farm, most of the farm areas.
We didn't on our farm and, uh, uh, we looked, looking
around for some means of getting money, we were digging
roots and herbs for, uh, Grier Drug Company in
North Carolina, which incidently is still in business,
and, uh, uh, they had, uh, they were buying Black Hull
Root Bark which is, is really, uh, it's a, it's a crank
medicine, used to make crank medicine and, uh, uh, we,
it looked to us like they was paying a pretty good
price, I believe it was something like 17¢ a pound or
so. So we went and dug host of, of, uh, Black Hull
Roots and beat the bark off of um and, uh, wash um
and beat the bark off and dried it and we actually, uh,
you, you couldn't if you had a real weedy field cause
I recall one, one summer that it rained and rained and
we couldn't get in and work our corn and the weeds were
as big as the corn. But, uh, uh, we, in, in sch-putting
up hay even when we were very small I recall when I was,
uh, uh, 12 year by the time I was 12 years old or even
younger than that I made a hand in the hay field by, uh,
uh, hauling hay shocks and I just hooked a hay shock
as good as a man could then and, uh, I grabbed the horse
by the lead and we'd run into the hay stack and got, at
that time someone else was coming from another direction
with hay, a shock and, uh, uh, before we could get out
there and back they would be hauling more hay so we would
usually went in a run but, uh~ this, this was mostly
the work that we did on the farm was in, in the harvest.
RJ:

You and one of your brothers didn't you open up a
taxidermy shop one time?

EJ:

Yes we, when I was 13 years old we started our, uh,
taking our course and by the time I was 15 we had a,
we had a, a good business back then going, uh, interesting
thing about it taxidermists today, uh, get, uh, $65 to
$85 for doing a deer head and then with a panel on to
it, uh, it usually runs in the neighborhood of 100
bucks again he gets his deer head and a couple of feet
taken care of, uh, maybe the hide tanned, uh, back in
those days, uh, I just was reviewing recently my year
in, uh, in the 30, one of the years in the '30's when
I did a whole season of work which involved a considerable
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amount of work and I had the grand total of $130.00
worth of work. Of course, uh, we have to concede
that $130.00 back then was alot more than $130.00 is
now. But it was a means, uh, after we got going, uh,
the unfortunate thing during the Depression with taxidermy
work was it was not an essential, it was a luxury and,
uh, during the, the depths of the Depression, uh, alot
of people gave up alot of luxuries.
RJ:

Uh, was there as much game back then in the woods as
there is now?

EJ:

No, no nothing like as much, uh, for example I can
recall during deer season, uh, I know, uh, I, I, you
was usually pretty well occupied with my taxidermy
during, during, uh, uh, deer season and back then we
had a 3 day deer season here in this part of West
Virginia, bucks only and it had to be one of those
horns branched, one of those antlers branched and it
was referred to as horns then which they weren't
horns they were antlers but anyway, uh, I can recall
of, of hunting for the 3 day period and not even,
even seeing a deer, uh, back then I would say there
was, uh, uh, 1, 1 to every 10 maybe that's killed nowo
The ratio couldn't have been more than that, uh, in
our area there as I said the farm boys, all the farm
boys, the mountain people that lived in the mountains
back of us, uh, some of the mountain people almost
survived on, uh, during the Depression on cornbread
and wild game.
Uh, naturally they poached, they, they
hunted out of season and, uh, uh, if there was a pretty
good, uh, crop of squirrels they got in there and got
their share of um before the season opened, uh, there
was, uh, practically every little kid did a little
night hunting with a dog. His dog may be an old crow
that just made a very rare kill but nevertheless he
would, he would, he got his share of game and the
consequence was that, uh, take for example the area
I grew up in, uh, the deer was completely wiped out,
uh, we, we· never saw a deer there. There was a few
deer work back in now but back then there was no such
thing as a deer, uh, the turkey had all been killed

I
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out, there were no turkey and particularly the coons,
uh, it was gr-it would seem to be, uh, among the hunters
as a great honor to kill a coon or trap a coon and, uh,
uh, the killing or trapping of a coon was, was a very
rare thing because everyone was out after um. Now,
uh, uh, even raising a patch of sweet corn, uh, over
at my dad's place, uh, the coons'll probably eat the
corn up so, uh, uh, some of the small game, they was,
uh, possibly more than such as rabbits, I don't know,
uh, squirrels had been killed down, uh, greatly but
the larger game had just simply been killed off until,
uh, it was almost none existent in most of the areas
that I hunted in back in those days.

RJ:

Living back against the mountain did you ever have any
trouble with, uh, bears or other predators like that on,
on the farm animals?

EJ:

No, uh, where we lived not, now there was, uh, alot
of areas of West Virginia that did have problems with,
with bears in their sheep but, uh, in our area there
as I say it was hunted so, so vigorously and tra(break in tape). Uh, the bears, uh, now just recently
I saw where a bear had gone through the old mountain
there where back of home, uh, you can tell a, a bear
is easy to tell from any, an other animal because as
he goes along he's the only animal in the woods that'll
turn over a fair size stone. He turns um over to get
the insects out of um and, uh, he goes through the,
he, you, you can see his path when he goes through
the woods if he's on the hunt. Uh, but, the only,
our practical problem in the mountains there was, uh,
sheep killing dogs, uh, my dad had to for example,
he had sheep he kept for 27 years and, uh, 26 of the
27 years dogs got in his sheep and finally he got so
discouraged and so disgusted that he sent this old
sheep, uh, this, this was, uh, with our farm animals
I think that this was the major problem back in those
days too we had problems with the, the cattle. People,
all people didn't vaccinate for black leg in their
cattle and they, uh, we had lots of cholera in the,
in the pigs and, uh, black leg, I can remember when
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a neighbor there had alot of 2 year old cattle and,
uh, uh, golly he lost about 5 or 6 there in just a
few days. Uh, back then they wasn't no law to make
them bury the animals and they laid over there and they,
the whole holler smells like a, a charnel, uh, but, uh,
these were the principal problems we had with our
animals back then.
RJ:

Uh, back out in the country like that was it pretty
hard to get a hold of a vet or was there even one
around?

EJ:

Yes they were vets, they was vets from the time I can
first remember.
They were, they were not as many vets
as they are now although I don't believe the shortage
was as bad because, uh, they, they, back then vets
tended principally to farm animals. Uh, they didn't
have as many, uh, uh, dog shelters and cat shelters
and, uh, uh, they, they didn't spend much of their
time on small animals, they spent very little of their
time on small animals, uh, it was spent principally
on, uh, on your livestock and you could usually, uh,
you could usually get a vet unless it was an emergency
because, uh, a vet covered, back then covered rather
large territory and also the farmers then, uh, take
for example my dad he was a horseman from, from the
time he was born and, uh, he usually knew if there
was something wrong with his animals, he usually knew
what it was and most of the farmers working with their
animals constantly knew some means of, of doctoring
them, uh, if they didn't they'd run to the neighbor
and say, uh, my cow is sick, er, would you come down
and take a look at her? And, and very rarely I can
recall dad was called so frequently or maybe there's
a calf to be taken and he would say would you come and
help me, uh, the neighbors went and did things like
that, they didn't live the, uh, the rapid pace that we
do today and they had time to do things like that.
If a neighbor got, uh, uh, I remember a neighbor up
above us there that got, uh, injured very, very bad
one spring, the rest of the neighbors gathered up
and planted his corn and, and, and went in and worked
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it that fall he wasn't able to harvest it so they
harvested it for him, uh, they, uh, there was more
time for people, for the people around you back in
that day, uh, people in need of course, the old
saying a friend in need is a friend indeed and almost
everyone in that era this, this era of, uh, of want
we would call it today because, uh, today if we had
no more than we had then we would sure be wanting.
But back in that day the people had, uh, more, seemed
to have more for their neighbors and for one another
and, uh, they would come to the rescue if, if, uh, I
recall one, one fall that dad was sick and course there
was 2, 2 of us boys at home then but nevertheless the
neighbors gathered up and helped us cut corn and the,
uh, the fall that mom died I recall that the neighbors
came in and helped dig the potatoes and, uh, cut the
corn that fall cause dad was so torn up, uh, so there
was a, there was a, a neighborly spirit, uh, brought
on by, by need that, uh, in our, uh, plenty we, we
have lost in our plenty.
RJ:

Did, wasn't, didn't your all's barn burn down?

EJ:

Uh, dad has had rather unfortunate experience with,
with, uh, uh, lightening, uh, in, uh, in I, I believe
it was in 19 and 26, uh, he had a barn burn with
lighteningo Uh, we were all away from home then, I
was very small and naturally it was tremendously
impressive on my mind because of when, there was a
horse in the barn that burnt, uh, this left a, to
me was a, a terrible worry to think about the horse
burning, uh, it stayed in my mind for days, years even
and even today this, uh, when I think of the barn
burning I think of the horse burning. Uh, uh, in a,
we built then and this, this came right at the time
when things was going down and, and uh, uh, there was
no money to, uh, to build a barn so we went in, dad
went into the woods and cut logs and skidded the
logs and built a log barn which was a very, is a
very unique and very warm little barn and, uh, then
in later years, uh, this barn burnt with, uh, lightening
too, uh, it, uh, uh, a farmer, when a farmer loses a
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barn particularly after his harvest he loses a whole
lot because, uh, uh, your, you've always got a barn
full of hay, you've always got saddles and bridles
and harnesses and stuff like this in your barn it,
uh, it cost money to replace in addition to, uh, back
then few farmers, my dad didn't carry any insurance,
a few farmers then carried insurance, uh, so it was
just a total lost when you had a barn like that.
RJ:

Did the neighbors come in and help build a barn
when that happened?

EJ:

Uh, they did, uh, this is, this is one of the interesting
things, uh, a farmer who, who, even back then who was,
who tried to make his own way, uh, he, he didn't get
any free labor, no, uh, some of !he neighbors helped
on building it but they were paid.

RJ:

Uh, you were talking about the neighbors they did get
together and help each other out when they needed it,
what kind of social activities did, do you remember?

EJ:

They, we, (laughs) we must admit they were tremendously
different from that of today, uh, in other words the
kids today thinks they've got to be out every night,
it's terrible if they have to stay home a night. But
back then we, uh, we had now take, let's just take for
example down in the holler where I grew up. Uh, we
would have, uh, prayer meeting on Wednesday night
sometimes and sometimes we wouldn't depending on the
preacher who they had theno Uh, we would have, uh,
Sunday morning services, uh, sometimes Sunday afternoon
services at the church and then we would have our young
peoples' union would meet at night time. These things
we went to, uh, it was kind of a standard practice that
if you was, uh, young folks courting, uh, Wednesday
night and Saturday night was courting nights. Uh, I
can remember a neighbor who you could set your clock
by the time he went up by our home, uh, on Wednesday
afternoon ·and Saturday afternoon and, uh, he, uh,
just, while I was a kid this went on for years and
yearso Uh, I myself, my courting days, courting
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evenings was Wednesday af- Wednesday night and Saturday
afternoon. Uh, then we had parties, uh, the kids would
get together, I can recall one snowy day the, uh, some
girls from the, uh, neighboring communities and from
our own communities came by we were working there at
home and they said, "let's get together up at so-and-so's
house and have a party tonighto''
Uh, course we said
okay and they went on down to the next neighbor and
spread the word, there was no phone down in the holler
at that time. There had been a phone line that had
just simply falling apart and the main line hadn't come
in so we had no means of communication other than just
walk around and talk. So we gathered up that night
and we had a, we had a very pleasant party, play games
and, uh, uh, did things a little different than what
we do at parties today but nevertheless we thoroughly
enjoyed it, uh, to us this was, this was life, uh,
and we, we feel that we had just as much fun at those
parties as the kids have today at their partieso

RJ:

Okay, did the, it was kind of a spread out community,
did you have like trouble with, uh, can I call it crime?

EJ:

Uh, crime was almost non-existent in the communities
such as, uh, the ones tha-I grew up in. Uh, murder
was almost unheard of, uh, unless it was somewhere in
some other area, uh, I can never remember a murder
down in our holler. Uh, we did during the, uh, the
height of the Depression there was alot of stealing,
uh, there were a few professional thieves but an awful
lot of it was people who were, their families were
hungry and they were simply, they were going to get
food one way or another and there alot of people who'll
steal when, for their family who wouldn't even steal
for themselves. But, uh, uh, there was on the whole
there was very little, little problem, I can recall,
uh, we had, we didn't even have a lock on our house.
And we would go away, we would go get, in the old
road wagon or I can remember we had a big sled that
we would get into and dad had a pair of, uh, of, uh,
bow, had a set of wagon bows and an old wagon sheet
that we put over that and when there was a nice big
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snow on we'd get in there and go to grandma's. We'd
be gone all day, we never locked the house, uh, we
never locked an out building, uh, nowadays everything,
every, uh, every door has locks on it and dad doesn't
leave the place without locking it. This is something
that is, was a, a wonderful, uh, asset in the community
and it's so terrible that it has been lost in so many
of our communities. Uh, the people got together, uh,
to talk why they'd stand for hours and talk, uh, they,
they more or less lived together, communities more or
less lived together, uh, much more so than they do now
where, uh, possibly you don't even know your neighbor.
You may live by um in a, uh, uh, like a trailer park
and not go for weeks without even speaking to your
neighbor o Uh, back then this, uh, this, this just
simply didn't happen. You, uh, met someone in the road
you stopped and talked a few minutes, uh, if they came
to see you if you was doing something that was very
important you stopped and talked a few minutes. The
women use to, uh, gather up two or three of um at one
house and they would just set and talk all afternoon.
Uh, and when someone went then when they started home
we always gave them something, this was kind of a
ritual maybe just a little can of, uh, of, uh, apple
butter, a little jar of jelly, uh, maybe you had made
fresh bread you gave them a little something, you always
gave them something to take home that was just, uh, a
part of the, of the life in the community.
RJ:

Uh, you were talking about set, you know, visiting and
just sitting around and talking, what did you do at
home to entertain yourself?

EJ:

Some of my fondest memories of childhood was, uh, we
had a big open fireplace, uh, fireplaces back then
in kind of barny like houses such as we grew up in,
weren't real good but we remembered very fondly.
You burnt your back up and you, you burnt your face,
your shins and you froze your back all at the same
time but nevertheless we built a big fire up and I
can remember many times of, of blowing the lamps out
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and just setting around that big blazing fire and
telling stories, uh, talk, people would talk for
hours. My grandfather on my mother's side was a,
was a excellent conversationist and he use to simply
enchant we children by telling stories that if I
would try to tell um now they would seem incidental
but to us they were so exciting and so thrilling.
One of the, one of the things he talked so much
about and it I don't think it's real-really too
good for children but on the other hand we have
such scary t.vo shows now that, uh, I can hardly
see any way of knocking ito But they had, there
was a, alot of ghost story and they, we would hear
the same story over and over again and no one tired
of it, uh, lots of times if you're listening particularly
to old people, you listen to them because they need
to talk and not because you need to listen. So, uh,
they would come and they would tell tales and big
yarns and I can remember, uh, one man off of the
mountain who was a tremendous fabricator, uh, he
always, he was always the hero in everything and he
would tell, uh, some, some unreasonable yarn that
even we kids when we wanted to couldn't believe it
but we got a great thrill out of it because he told
it in mountain lingo and he told it in, in such, uh,
uh, sincerity as though it had actually happened. Uh,
this around that fireplace is, those are memories
that of course I will always cherish as long as I live.
Uh, mom and dad we'd take our shoes off and poke our
feet up on the hearth and warm our feet ready, getting
ready for bed and telling tales all at the same time.
Dad he'd be chewing his tobacco and spitting in, in the
fire and, uh, then when it come time to go to bed we'd
roll, roll the back log in on what coals was there,
cover it with ashes and in the morning you'd have a
fire.
Particularly if you was using something like
good green hickory wood and he usually used green
hickory for back log. Now the back log was the big
log you laid in back of the andirons or dog irons and
then you btiild your wood in front, your fire on smaller
sticks of wood in front of it~ Another that we did,
uh, which is course completely gone today. We did
alot of reading, uh, we would get a Zane Grey Book and
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back then Zane Grey Books were a real boom, uh, I, I
enjoy um even todayo But Zane Grey Books were the
boom then and we would get a Zane Grey Book and one
would read and our mom was doing the cooking or maybe
she'd read while dad did some cooking or one of the
kids would read we'd all set around and we'd get to
those tear jerking sections and we'd all be, have
tears and the man, one who was reading sometimes
would even have to stop for a while but, uh, it
was, uh, it was family living, was really, it was
really, honestly family livingo Uh, on, on occasion
mom had a organ, it was a very beautiful old organ,
uh, foot pedal of course, it wasn't electric of course
it wouldn't have done us any good we didn't have any
electricity but nevertheless she would sit around and,
and these are fond memories this is, this is family in
action, family, uh, activities together that, uh, they're,
they're something that you cherish when you begin to get
along in years like I am, uh, these, this is, uh, some
of the functions that we, when I talk about childhood
and about, uh, what it was like then these are some of
the functions immediately come to my mind, uh, the
woods, the birds, the, uh, mountains were so beautiful
even in the Depression the mountains were beautiful.
The birds even sang when it was, things were depressed,
uh, they was just as much fun then to get out and walk
in the woods as there was when there wasn't no Depression.
So there was alot of things if you, if you liked, uh,
things of this nature there was alot of things to enjoy
yourself with and, and uh, and be happy with a Depression.
RJ:

Uh, back somewhat when we talked before about the crops
and stuff like that, how did you preserve the food?

EJ:

Well, uh, we didn't have deep freezers and there again
as I say it wouldn't have done us any good without
electricity to have a deep freeze but we, we did, we
preserved more food then than we do, as modern families
do now even without deep freezer and, uh, take for
example the sweet corn you might, uh, you might can
some but then you could dry it, uh, just cut if off
of the cob and, and uh, some families what they would
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was heat up a big pot of water out, all families had
a big old iron kettle that they could build a fire
under it. So you 1 d swing the old iron kettle up to
the tripod and boil the water then go harvest the
corn, everyone gathering and schucking and pulling
silks and you dumped it in there and then let it
boil for just a minute or two, I can 1 t remember
exact amount of time but it was only about a minute
that you boiled it, just very briefly then you cut it
off of the cob and spread it on, in pans and set it
to dry. Now, uh, some of the, some people I can
remember that my grandfather s place even up when
they, uh, had sale after all the folks were gone
which was only bout, uh, 8, uh, maybe 8 years ago
or even less than that, uh, they still had up in the
granary loft they still had their old drying boards
they called um. Which was boards with a little, uh,
edge around it to keep the stuff from falling off
and they, they cut their corn off and they put it on
the drying boards and just set it up on the roof it
start to rain they go bring it in and otherwise they
just left it out there until the sun dried the corn
and then they would bag it up and put it away for
winter. Uh, they dried beans, they dried apples, and
uh, uh, dry, dried apples was never very much of a
thrill to me. Dried apple pie I always thought was
kind of dry eating but nevertheless it was eating
and, uh, we raised, uh, what we called dry beans
which is things like pinto beans and navy beans. We
would raise them and in the fall we'd go into the
fields just gather vine and all and throw them into
the wagon bed and then we'd get on um with sticks
and do what we call "flaying" out the beans, in
other words we'd beat on um until the bean would
drop out of the shell down into the wagon bed and
weed through the, the vines and what hull that stuck
to um out. Then you would, uh, finish, uh, you put
what you had left in a sack and you'd beat the sack
for a while and then,uh, uh, pour it from one bucket
to another in the wind and let the wind blow out what
it wo-could what it would. The rest of it you simply
picked out when you went to cook the beanso Uh, so
we, by this means we had, uh, it helped us always to
1
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have something to eat. We did lots more canning than
they do, people do today and we didn't fool around
with these quarts and pints and half pints, uh,
practically every can we had at home was half gallon.
We, uh, when blackberry season came in we kids would
take 2 buckets each and we'd head for the blackberry
patch and you's suppose to fill those buckets fore
you came home. There's been a many time we didn't
but they's a many a time we did too. And we canned
can blackberries for days and days, uh, all of the
things that came, uh, alot of the wild fruits that
today, uh, simply lay there and waste that we preserved,
uh, you, the wild plums makes excellent jelly, uh,
raspberries, wild raspberries are good, uh, to make
jams and jellies, uh, we, I can recall before we
built the celler that we would, uh, our potatoes in
the fall we would, uh, make what we called a hill
of potatoes. And a hill of potatoes was made by,
you made a little hole out in the ground and then
you, you begin to pour your potatoes in there and
you stacked um up like a pyramid and after you got
your potatoes stacked up what you was going to bury
you covered um then with just a very light layer of
straw and then over this you put, uh, uh, dirt about
6 or 8 inches deep and, uh, preferably about 8 inches
because if you had a real hard freeze, uh, the outside
potatoes would sometimes freeze if you only had about
6 inches. Then around the edge of the, the rim of
this hill you dig a little trench so that any water,
uh, is going to run in will go into the trench and
won't, and not into the hill, you pack the dirt down
real tight and, uh, when, long during the winter after
you use up what potatoes you saved out you simply go
out and make a little hole into the hill, take out a
batch of potatoes and then fill the hole back up and
pack it in good, uh, in this means you could keep,
uh, potatoes all winter. We have done that with apples,
made apple hills, uh, we, the turnips and the, and the
rutabagas, uh, we would hill, uh, there was, uh, there
was, uh, alot of means of, of preserving back then
and taking care of things that maybe they weren't as
tastey as what comes out of the deep freeze but we
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didn't know the difference because we never tasted
anything out of the deep freeze.

RJ:

Speaking of deep freeze, didn't you all use a limestone
cave kind of as a refrigerator sometimes?

EJ:

Yes, in this, this area of the, of the country in
particular over where I came from they was, uh,
they was lots of caves and there was a little cave
that was, uh, uh, I would say, uh, bout, uh, 4, 400, 4
or 500 yards out in front of the house.
Uh, it had
a, a, you went down into the cave and there was a little
room before you crawled back to all, additional rooms
but this little room you couldn't straighten up in it
but it was big enough that dad built a, a wooden box
and put a, a screen door in it to keep the animals
out and we, it would keep milk, butter and things of
that nature it would keep it very good. Uh, when
mom would churn she'd put the, the buttermilk out
there so it would stay, uh, uh, fresh longer, uh, we
would carry out crocks of milk when it come meal
time well mom would say, uh, uh, "Ed, Joe, Ray,
someone run to the cave and get the milk, run to
the cave and get the milk and the butter." Then
as soon as the meal was over someone had to run to
the cave and take it back. Uh, we used this for a
number of years and although it was a, a long ways
away from the house it, uh, naturally it was never
locked be no use to lock it cause if someone wanted
in all they had to do was kick out the screen,uh,
in front of it. Uh, one time during all those
years that we used it there was one t ime during the
Depression when someone took some butter and possibly
milk I can't recall but I do know they took a few
pounds of butter. Uh, but we didn't lock it, and it
was never bothered again.

RJ:

Isn't, wasn't there another cave on the farm that
kept ice all summer?

EJ:

Yes there was a cave there, it's rather unusual in,
uh, in the West Virginia book that lists caves it
has only about 1 or 2 sentencesQ But this is one
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of the most unusual caves in the state because back
then, uh, before dad cut the big trees away from it,
uh, this cave would keep, uh, it froze ice in the
winter and it had what we called the lower story.
If you go down a rock slide and we use to for years
when I was a child we had a ladder that went down
there, there was no means of getting ice in the
community back then and in case of sickness where
they needed ice the neighbors they never even asked,
it was just, uh, as though it was common property.
They came and went down in there and we, dad always
kept an old hatchet a hanging up, sticking in the
wall and I think, uh, at later years maybe, uh, you
might have seen that hatchet even photographed it.
But that hatchet was in there when I was a child and
it remained in there for 40, 50 years at least, uh,
stick in that for the, for whoever came by to take
the hatchet and chop out what ice they needed. People
would come if they were going to make ice cream on
Sunday they would come and chop um a sack of ice, uh,
I recall a neighbor there, uh, Newt Scott who was
very ill one summer, uh, all summer long they had to,
they came and got ice to have ice with him. Uh, I
recall when my older brother Joe had, uh, typhoid
fever and all summer as long as he was ill we had,
uh, we had ice for him. Which is great, a great
help with, with those types of fever and, uh, very
interesting to me and very interesting, uh, formation,
uh, but it, it gets very little mention in the caves
books of West Virginia.
RJ:

Uh, back a little bit more on work, uh, where you
lived wasn't too terribly far from the mines, did
many of the kids especially or the farmers go to
the mines to work ever?

EJ:

Uh, not alot of, of kids, now I can recall, uh, uh,
my oldest brother did and I, maybe I'm wrong there,
uh, several children did when they left home, my
oldest brother went to the mines that's where he
first started working was down, uh, in a, in a mining
community. Uh, the farmers would, uh, some of the
farmers, uh, back then the mines seemed to, to mine
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more coal in the winter than they did in the summer,
uh, more coal was used then and they kind of took it
out of the mines as it was sold and,uh, they didn ' t
stock pile it like they do today, so uh, alot of the
farmers or some of the farmers in our community
would go down to the coal fields they called it, uh,
during the, uh, wintertime and, uh, work in the mines
to get a little cash to supplement their farm income
and to get them started out till next spring to help
them buy fertilizer and feeds and so forth and get
their crops out next spring o Uh, so, uh, the, in,
in that way the mines did have some influence on
our farming community although we were not in directly
in a mining area. Uh, this is one of the supplements
which along with hunting and trapp{ng, uh, uh, just
about anything that a person could get to do in that
era he did it regardless of, he didn't say this is
too hard a job, uh, this is too dirty job, uh, when
he could get work he did it that was it (break in tape) .

